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Failing Our Students

By EVANGELINE HARRIS STEFANAKIS

BEGINNING this week, New York City's fourth graders will take the state's standardized
tests in reading and writing. Many people are looking forward to a repeat of last year
when the city celebrated a nearly 10 percent increase in fourth-grade reading scores. But
not everyone is sharing in the anticipation.

Luis Castro, a 12-year-old from the Dominican Republic, is worried that he will not pass
the test and thus be forced to repeat the fourth grade, again. Like so many over-age
immigrant students at the school he attends on the Lower East Side, Luis is as tall as most
seventh graders, has an incipient mustache and is tired of being teased. Worse, he's afraid
of disappointing his parents, who, like so many other immigrants, have pinned their
hopes on their children.

New York City schools base their decision on whether to promote students entirely on
results from the state achievement exams. But these tests, which are written for native
English speakers, discriminate against those who are still learning the language.

Luis is a perfect case in point. His schoolwork shows that he has made significant
progress since September and that he has met state standards in the work he has
completed. But when Luis takes state tests, he is unable to quickly comprehend what he
reads in English, and that hurts his performance. Even by conservative estimates,
immigrant children like Luis account for close to half the student population in public
schools across New York State.

Doing well isn't simply a matter of knowing English. Standardized tests measure
children's knowledge of "cognitive academic language," or the language of a highly
literate population. Students in middle-class areas like the Upper East Side, the Upper
West Side, Park Slope and Riverdale are well versed in this language.

But students in Washington Heights, Corona, East Brooklyn and other low-income,
immigrant communities do not read, write or speak this language fluently. In most cases,
neither their parents nor other adults they come in contact with speak this language to
them, and yet, they are required to learn it to pass state tests and be promoted. Their test
scores reflect the fact that often they must literally translate as they work, either from
their native language to English, or from the version of English they speak in their
minority community to cognitive academic English.



The solution to this problem, already used by many schools and districts in other parts of
the country, is to use a student's body of work, or portfolio, as an additional means of
assessment. Where standardized tests alone reveal only the language differences of
students, a growing body of research shows that a combination of formal tests and
informal assessments can indicate their progress. Portfolios, in particular, capture both
the process and products of students' learning and reflect their multiple languages,
multiple intelligences and multiple abilities.

Perhaps even more important, an approach that includes portfolios would not only
improve assessments of immigrant students, but would also help ensure that they receive
a good education. Portfolios reveal what is being taught and help to ensure that teachers
regularly observe and document the learning of each student.

Skeptics may ask: Couldn't schools, under pressure to show progress, simply rubber-
stamp portfolios regardless of quality? No, because, just as with statewide tests, there are
clear, codified standards for judging portfolios. In math, for example, young children
must demonstrate counting, numeration and data-analysis skills.

But couldn't teachers or parents polish up a child's portfolio to make it look more
impressive than it really is? That's probably true, just as it's true for any homework
assignment, but the student would still be required to take standardized tests, which
would reveal any discrepancies.

Georgia, Hawaii, Tennessee and Virginia have been among the leaders in adopting
standards-based testing programs using portfolios and alternative assessments for
bilingual students and those with limited English proficiency. Even though the state
achievement tests are scheduled for this week, it's not too late for New York City schools
to follow the lead of these states. In making their promotion decisions, individual schools
can elect to use portfolios and other assessments to determine the fate of any child.

Researchers and the courts have repeatedly found that exclusively using any single
assessment tool to determine the promotion or graduation of bilingual students is
discriminatory. Until New York State creates a collection of formal tests and informal
assessments that are truly comprehensive, ZIP codes, family income and socioeconomic
status will continue to be strong indicators of graduation and promotion rates. New York
should stop sorting students along these lines and create a comprehensive system that
measures and celebrates the diversity of what all students know and can do.
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